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Researcher: Optimal copyright term is 14 
years 


A Cambridge researcher says that, according to economic calculations, the... 


7/12/2007, 6:36 PM 


It's easy enough to find out how long copyrights last, but much harder to decide how long they should 
last—but that didn't stop Cambridge University PhD candidate Rufus Pollock from using economics 
formulas to answer the question. In a newly-released paper, Pollock pegs the "optimal level for 
copyright" at only 14 years. 


Pollock's work is based on the promise that the optimal level of copyright drops as the costs of 
producing creative work go down. As it has grown simpler to print books, record music, and edit films 
using new digital tools, the production and reproduction costs for creative work in have dropped 
substantially, but actual copyright law has only increased. 
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According to Pollock's calculations (and his paper [PDF] is full of calculations), this is exactly the 
opposite result that one would expect from a rational copyright system. Of course, there's no 
guarantee that copyright law has anything to do with rationality; as Pollock puts it, "the level of 
protection is not usually determined by a benevolent and rational policy-maker but rather by 
lobbying." The predictable result has been a steady increase in the period of copyright protection 
during the twentieth century. 


Because Pollock's "optimal level for copyright" falls over time (as production and reproduction costs 
fall), policy makers need to be especially careful when contemplating increased copyright terms. It's 
difficult to scale back rights that have once been granted, so "it is prudent for policy-makers to err on 
the low side rather than the high side when setting the strength of copyright." 


Neither the US nor the UK are in any danger of rethinking copyright law from scratch, but if they were 
looking for guidance in how to set up their systems, Pollock has it. He develops a set of equations 
focused specifically on the length of copyright and uses as much empirical data as possible to crunch 
the numbers. The result? An optimal copyright term of 14 years, which is designed to encourage the 
best balance of incentive to create new work and social welfare that comes from having work enter 
the public domain (where it often inspires new creative acts). 


Pollock has been an advocate for restricted copyright terms and stronger public domain for years; we 
earlier spotlighted a brief essay of his on the "Value of the Public Domain" that is well worth a read. 
His new work is getting some publicity too: it has already been highlighted by Boing Boing and will be 
presented at a conference in Berlin this week. 
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Nate is the deputy editor at Ars Technica, where he oversees long-form feature content and writes about 
technology law and policy. He is the author of The /nternet Police: How Crime Went Online, and the Cops 
Followed. 
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How Homeworld Almost Got Lost 
in 3D Space 


On this episode of War Stories, Ars Technica sits down 
with Rob Cunningham to revisit the groundbreaking 
1999 3D real-time strategy game, Homeworld. When 
Rob and a group of friends founded Relic 
Entertainment, they set out to marry the gameplay of 
Command & Conquer with the feel of Battlestar 
Galactica - all in a full 3D environment. On top of the 
everpresent memory limitations of the day, the team 
needed to get creative in figuring out how to orient 


players when, in space, no direction is up. G) More videos 
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